Look deep into nature, and then you will
understand everything better.
Albert Einstein
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Different metaphors work for different
people. Different concepts work for
different metaphors. Different illustrative
styles suit different concepts. Sound
complicated? Well, maybe. But when asked
the question, ‘What was the biggest challenge in creating
The Nature of Strengths?’, artist Robyn Spicer offers
an earthy response. ‘The meerkat,’ she muses, ‘… and
the macaque. That’s why they never made it into the final
card set!’

Natural history illustration, like these examples
from the 18th and 19th centuries, inspired the cards.

As the cards’ artist, Robyn’s vision was integral from the start. ‘We’d
worked with Robyn on lots of projects,’ Karen acknowledges, ‘and I
knew she could do just about any style you asked.’ Robyn, herself,
describes the project as ‘an educative experience.’ ‘It was great for
me because I learnt a new style. I was looking into everything from
magazines like National Geographic to books.’ Most of the final
illustrations are based on a combination of sources. ‘Another one
we didn’t do in the end was the snow monkey because it was beyond
me!’ The snow monkey, or Japanese macaque, survives winter
temperatures below -15C by warming up in natural hot springs.
‘Wet, frosty fur!’ Robyn exclaims. ‘Fur’s tricky!’

It’s a few weeks after the launch of The Nature of Strengths, and
Robyn Spicer and author Karen Masman Bedford are in the office
reflecting on development of this appealing and evocative new
resource. Like many of Innovative Resources’ card sets, The Nature
of Strengths takes it cue from strengths-based practice, and it follows
the likes of Funky Fish Feelings, Ups and Downs, and Growing Well,
which all use nature-based metaphors. But as Karen explains, nature
itself is the inspiration for The Nature of Strengths. ‘We wanted to
create a set of cards that named strengths and used the metaphor
of the behaviour of animals, plants and trees, sea creatures and
reptiles.’ The focus, she stresses, is not on having strengths, but
rather on doing strengths. ‘We can practise strengths,’ she affirms,
‘and we can be inspired by seeing how nature does them.’

For Karen, there was the challenge of balancing the numbers of
reptiles, plants, mammals and insects. Another was keeping the
text on each card as succinct as possible—‘and making sure we
had the right scientific name,’ Karen chuckles, remembering some
unexpected headaches that arose. As for naming their favourite
cards, Robyn professes to be ‘very fond of most of them’ while Karen
immediately responds, ‘The frog. I love the frog, being green. And I
love the [Australian teak] seedpods too.’
At the cards’ official launch in late 2014, held at the Lot 19 Arts
Space in Castlemaine, Victoria, Robyn’s artwork took centre stage.
Framed for display, most of her original illustrations sold immediately.
‘I’ve been really pleased,’ Robyn admits, ‘because [The Nature of
Strengths] crosses age boundaries. Little kids like it, older people like
it. It has a timelessness about it.’

The result is a set of 28 cards, each depicting a specific strength
suggested by the behaviour of a particular species. Humans, of
course, have always found solutions and possibilities in nature’s
ingenious designs. However, the challenge here was to present the
cards in a way that strongly ‘emphasised the process of curiosity
and exploration of nature.’ The key for Karen and Robyn was the
age of discovery synonymous with the Enlightenment, that period in
Western history when intrepid voyages, natural wonders and new
ideas thrilled the imaginations of artists, intellectuals and the wider
public. Styled in the manner of an 18th-century naturalist’s notebook,
The Nature of Strengths uses watercolour illustrations to evoke the
careful, yet hastily recorded, observations of early explorers. The
next, even bigger, challenge was deciding which animals and plants
to feature. ‘We came up with a huge list, and we whittled it away!’
Robyn laughs.

Already people have been finding an array of uses for the cards.
At a recent workshop on ecological sustainability, participants were
invited to each choose a card that seemed meaningful in some way,
and to write a poem inspired by their card. One of Robyn’s relatives
took a completely different approach, purchasing the cards to frame
them and give as gifts to grandchildren in recognition of their special
strengths. Karen has had rich discussions with the cards when
she hosted friends from Sydney for a long weekend. ‘What they
seemed to really like was the pairing, especially Holding On and
Letting Go. So we talked, thinking about the coming year, what is it
that we wanted to hold on to and let go of. That was a really great
conversation.’

‘We can practise strengths,’ she
affirms, ‘and we can be inspired
by seeing how nature does them.’

Karen is especially looking forward to hearing how the resource is
used in schools and hopes teachers will send their feedback. ‘It took
years for this project to come to completion. I have to say it was
a great pleasure, an absolute joy.’ Robyn agrees. It was ‘a gentle
process really, and it was lovely.’ Inspiring strengths inspired by
nature—the product of an inspired partnership.
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